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REFORM AND RE-INVENTION IN PUBLIC HIGHER EDUCATION

For more than a decade, experts have warned of a widening gap between available
revenue and rising costs associated with the array of programs Americans hold dear. The
shock of the worst economic downturn since the Great Depression has provided new
perspective on the warning. Few economists, if indeed any, predict a rapid recovery. At the
same time, we must confront another and perhaps even more daunting challenge.
In a very short time, the United States has lost its preeminence in terms of the
educational attainment of our citizenry, slipping to the second tier and in all likelihood to the
third tier unless we take action. We in public higher education have the opportunity to make a
difference if we seize the moment and make the right choices. To assure that desired outcome,
we must revamp how we do our work, which will involve a great deal more than stressing
student-centeredness, interdisciplinarity and adequate funding. In brief, we must engage in
reform and re-invention even as we accept the challenge of increasing the portion of our
citizens with educational degrees from roughly 36 to 57 percent. That magnitude of change
occurred during the 1960s, thanks largely to the creation of hundreds of community colleges.
Does this society have the will to do it again? I believe we do, if we work together on
commonsensical solutions.
We in public higher education have a position at the epicenter of needed change, and
what we do will directly affect the response of our state and nation to these challenges. More
importantly, failure to act will result in either 1) change imposed from without or 2) the
emergence of new institutions capable of responding to the needs of the society.

It behooves us to seize the moment and lead a reform and re-invention effort right here
in the state of Montana. As Peter Facione said in his keynote address before the annual
meeting of the Association of American Colleges and Universities: “It is time for some straight
talk - starting with the realization that institutions that cannot adapt, or that choose not to
adapt, are going to fail.” I submit that no institution other than public higher education has the
capacity or the intellectual capital for such an undertaking. But we must move with dispatch
and new thinking or find ourselves left at the starting gate, irrelevant and unsupported.
What does reform and re-invention mean in this context? Definitions really do matter. Let
me state at the outset that I do not subscribe to the simplistic notion that higher education can
do more with less. However, I believe we can become more efficient in using what we have,
redirecting some current resources to pressing needs. I also accept the arguments of former
Secretary of Labor Robert Reich that only if we educate more of our citizens - helping them
to prepare for meaningful and productive lives in an increasingly interdependent, global and
technological society and in the process revitalize the middle class in the United States - can
the United States reclaim its lost preeminence.
We in public higher education will need more resources to achieve the objective, but we
certainly improve our chances of securing more by putting what we have to the best possible
use. To suggest some targets of opportunity, I will outline four reform and re-invention rubrics
to define what we must do in response to the challenges before us.
•

Engage Public K-12 Education: Since early in the last century, an ever widening
chasm has separated K-12 public education and public higher education. Few will
contend that public higher education can do its part in response to the challenge of
returning the United States to world educational leadership unless public K-12
education does its part. We have learned from experience that we can achieve our
mutual objectives only through collaboration.

•

Rethink Undergraduate Education: Curricular reviews typically end by rearranging
the chairs on the deck of the Titanic, resulting in relatively minor changes to lists of
courses that satisfy an array of degree requirements with too little thought of how the
parts relate to the whole. We must focus on the competencies we believe students need

in the world of today, how we can engage the students in the self-development of those
competencies, and how we can accurately assess our success in this complex human
undertaking, not on seat time or credits earned.
•

Partner for Social and Economic Development: Public higher education has earned
recognition for its involvement with and engaging students in the community. The
collaboration requires a range of activities from the maintenance of business incubators
and technology transfer to targeted research and technical assistance. In addition, no
one today argues with the proposition that desired cultural, social and economic
development depends upon the ready availability of robust and responsive education
programs, in K-12 as well as in higher education.

•

Model Best Practices for Efficiency and Effectiveness: In recent years, public higher
education has implemented “best practices” in its business operations, thereby freeing
several million dollars for internal reallocation. To date, too little of this effort has
occurred in the academic sector. We must make every dollar go as far as possible as we
identify ways to control and reduce costs.

These suggestions do not exhaust the possibilities but suffice to indicate the wide range of
possible changes that will make a difference sooner rather than later if we seize the initiative to
implement them. Public higher education in Montana has accepted the challenges.
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